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Abstract

Household food insecurity is a population health concern disproportionately affecting families with children in
the United States. Unwanted childbearing may place unanticipated strain on families to meet basic needs,
heightening the risk for household food insecurity. We investigated the association between mother’s and
father’s report of unwanted childbearing and exposure to household food insecurity among children residing in
two-parent households in the United States. Data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study – Birth Cohort,
a nationally representative cohort of US children (n ∼ 6150), were used to estimate the odds of household food
insecurity when children were aged 9 months and 2 years, separately, based on parental report of unwanted
childbearing. The majority of children were reported as wanted by both parents (74.4%). Of the sample, report
of unwanted childbearing by father-only was 20.0%, mother-only was 3.4% and joint mother and father was
2.2%. Household food insecurity was higher when children were 9 months compared with 2 years. In adjusted
models accounting for confounders, children born to mothers and fathers who jointly reported unwanted
childbearing were at higher odds of exposure to household food insecurity at 9 months [adjusted odds ratio
(AOR) = 3.31; 95% confidence interval (CI): 1.97, 5.57] and 2 years (AOR = 2.52; 95% CI: 1.12, 5.68). In
two-parent households, we found that children raised by parents reporting unwanted childbearing were more
likely to be exposed to food insecurity and potentially related stressors. Further studies that prospectively
measure wantedness before the child’s birth will aid in confirming the direction of this association.
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Introduction

Food insecurity, or uncertainty regarding having or
acquiring adequate food for all household members
to lead a healthy life, not only has the potential to
directly affect the nutritional health of families, but
also acts as a stressor impacting the mental health of
caregivers (Wu & Schimmele 2005; Whitaker et al.
2006; Bronte-Tinkew et al. 2007; McCrory &
McNally 2013). While relations are complex and new
evidence continues to improve our understanding

(Perez-Escamilla 2013), previous studies suggest that
residing in food-insecure households may place
infants and children at greater risk for negative physi-
cal and developmental outcomes, including over-
weight, insecure attachment, slowed cognitive
development, behavioural problems, emotional prob-
lems and poor social skills (Whitaker et al. 2006;
Bronte-Tinkew et al. 2007; Zaslow et al. 2009; Belsky
et al. 2010; Howard 2011; Melchior et al. 2012;
Perez-Escamilla & de Toledo Vianna 2012).Although
household income poverty is a principal risk factor for
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food insecurity (Rose 1999; Cook & Frank 2008), not
all poor families are food insecure. Identifying house-
holds most at risk for food insecurity has value for
both prevention and intervention.

Household composition has been consistently asso-
ciated with food insecurity in the United States
(Alaimo et al. 1998; Coleman-Jensen et al. 2012). For
example, food insecurity is more prevalent in house-
holds with children less than 18 years compared with
those without children (21% vs. 12%, respectively)
(Coleman-Jensen et al. 2012). Similarly, households
with larger family size (Alaimo et al. 1998) and house-
holds that gained an additional household member in
the past 8 months (Rose 1999) were more likely to
report food insecurity in separate national surveys.
Unintended births may make families more vulner-
able to food insecurity through an unplanned increase
in family size. Unintended births are the result of
unintended pregnancies, which are themselves classi-
fied in the literature as unwanted pregnancies (occur-
ring when no more children were wanted) or
mistimed pregnancies (occurring at a different time
than desired) (Santelli et al. 2003; D’Angelo et al.
2004). In the United States, the burden of unintended
pregnancy is high. Half of pregnancies to women sur-
veyed in a nationally representative study were
described as unintended, and approximately one-
third of unintended pregnancies result in birth (Finer
& Zolna 2011). Unintended births may additionally
exacerbate existing household-level risk factors by
disrupting a woman’s educational attainment, nega-
tively impacting her mental health status, or affecting
her employment status (Bitto et al. 1997; Barber et al.
1999; Schmiege 2005). For young single women,
researchers have found that motherhood presents an
unanticipated economic strain on households to meet
the basic needs and has been a contributor to food
insecurity (Bronars & Grogger 1994; Stevens 2010).

Life history theory holds that human reproductive
choices are patterned by the desire to maximise child
survival into adulthood (MacDonald 1997). Life
history theory suggests that men and women will
strive to time marriage and select partners to best
invest in successfully raising children. For example, in
times of economic hardship, marriage may be delayed
until it is financially feasible to raise a family
(MacDonald 1997). Examined through the lens of life
history theory, couples may determine their ideal
family size based on their capacity to invest in their
children. Additional children beyond the ideal
number may strain household resources and may be
reported as unwanted. Globally, there exists empirical
support that there may be a trade-off between family
size and child survival (Strassmann & Gillespie 2002;
Lawson et al. 2012).

Births resulting from unwanted pregnancies, or
unwanted childbearing, lead to a larger-than-desired
family potentially compromising a couple’s ability to
optimally invest in their family. In this study, we inves-
tigated the hypothesis that unwanted childbearing
negatively affects household food insecurity using a
nationally representative sample of US children born
in two-parent households. Because both mothers’ and
fathers’ pregnancy desires may influence outcomes
following an unwanted pregnancy, we examined
wantedness reports from mothers and fathers individ-
ually and in combination. We restricted the analysis
to two-parent households because the effect of
unwanted childbearing on household outcomes may
be different in the context of non-resident fathers.

Materials and methods

Study design and sample

The sample was drawn from the Early Childhood
Longitudinal Study – Birth cohort (ECLS-B), a study
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sponsored by the National Center for Education Sta-
tistics. A nationally representative sample of approxi-
mately 10 700 infants born in the United States was
enrolled in the ECLS-B in 2001 and prospectively
followed until entry into kindergarten in 2007 (Snow
et al. 2009). Information regarding early cognitive,
social, motor and physical development among chil-
dren was collected. The first parent interview
occurred when infants were aged 9 months. The
ECLS-B excluded infants born to mothers younger
than 15 years old, and infants who had been adopted
or died before 9 months.The current study is based on
data from the first two study waves of the ECLS-B,
when children were ages 9 months and 2 years, col-
lected through interviews of mothers and separate
self-administered questionnaires of each parent
(detailed in the succeeding paragraphs).We restricted
our sample to children who resided with their biologi-
cal mother and father because of the fact that we were
conceptually interested in concordance and discord-
ance of wantedness of couples. Because of the
National Center for Education Statistics data use
requirements, all reported unweighted frequencies
must be rounded to the nearest 50. The final baseline
analytic sample includes n = ∼ 6150 children (after
imputation of missing variables; discussed in the suc-
ceeding paragraphs) whose parents responded to the
self-administered questionnaire at 9 months. Due to
attrition at follow-up, fewer children (n = ∼ 4650)
were available for analysis at the 2-year wave.

The ECLS-B obtained necessary approval from
state and other institutional review boards to conduct
data collection activities. Parents provided informed
consent at the time of interview. The present study
was a secondary data analysis of de-identified data
and was approved for dissemination by the Institute
of Education Statistics Data Security Office.

Household food insecurity

The primary outcome of interest was a measure of
household food insecurity collected through a
computer-assisted personal interview with mothers at
the 9-month (2001–2002) and 2-year (2003–2004)
waves. Food insecurity was measured using an 18-item
scale developed by the Food and Nutrition Service of

the US Department of Agriculture in 2000 (Bickel
et al. 2000). The scale included items such as whether
the respondent agreed that she ‘worried whether our
food would run out before we got money to buy
more’ and ‘did you ever eat less than you felt you
should because there wasn’t enough money to buy
food?’ Based on scale responses (Bickel et al. 2000;
Snow et al. 2009), standard benchmarks used at the
time when data were collected were used to catego-
rise households as having ‘food security’ (minimal
indication of food insecurity), ‘low food security’
(concerns about meeting needs, reduced quality of
food; formerly called ‘food insecure without hunger’)
and ‘very low food security’ (food intake has been
reduced for adults and in some cases among children;
formerly called ‘food insecure with hunger’). We
defined ‘household food insecurity’ as those having
low or very low food security. Lack of household food
insecurity was the reference status.

Unwanted childbearing

We defined ‘unwanted childbearing’ as a child result-
ing from a pregnancy that occurred when the parent
reported wanting no more children. The questions
and procedures utilised were typical of fertility
surveys regarding pregnancy intentions (Campbell &
Mosher 2000). These data were collected retrospec-
tively 9 months after the child had been born. Because
of the potentially sensitive nature of these questions,
pregnancy wantedness was asked through self-
administered paper questionnaires. Mothers and resi-
dent fathers were separately given questionnaires to
complete during the interviewer visit. Mothers were
asked the question ‘At the time you became pregnant
with your baby, did you yourself actually want to have
a baby at some time?’ and fathers were asked ‘At the
time your spouse/partner became pregnant with the
child, did you want her to have a(nother) baby at
some time?’ A response of ‘no’ was indicative of
unwanted childbearing based on our definition. A
four-level categorical composite variable was created
to classify the wantedness of another child: (1) both
mother and father wanted to have another baby at
some time (reference); (2) the mother did not want
another baby but the father did; (3) the mother did
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want another baby, but the father did not; or (4)
neither wanted another baby. This variable classified
pregnancies that were mistimed (earlier or later than
desired) as ‘wanted’.

Covariates

Several factors that may jointly influence pregnancy
intention and food insecurity were examined. Rel-
evant household characteristics included household
income, home ownership and the number of children
under the age of 18 in the household. Income and
home ownership may reflect economic capacity, while
the number of children in the household may reflect
economic demands. Parental characteristics included
maternal and paternal age and employment status,
marital status and highest level of education attained
between them. Parental age, marital status, employ-
ment and education are each associated with both
pregnancy intentions and food insecurity. Child race
(a composite of mother’s and father’s race classified
based on maternal report), child sex and birth plural-
ity were also considered as potential confounders.
Race is a key socioeconomic dimension and the birth
of more than one child at a single pregnancy is effec-
tively an unanticipated increase in family size.

Statistical analysis

The ECLS-B employed a longitudinal, multistage
stratified cluster sampling strategy.All descriptive and
regression analyses, conducted in 2012–2013, were
weighted to account for unequal sampling probabil-
ities, survey non-response and differential attrition at
the second wave. Unweighted frequencies, rounded to
the nearest 50, were reported to convey the sample
size of individuals with complete covariate data con-
tributing to the analyses. We examined sample char-
acteristics at the 9-month wave stratified by category
of unwanted childbearing and conducted tests for dif-
ferences between groups.

Approximately 8% of mothers and 2% of fathers in
the eligible study population were missing data on
unwanted childbearing; each of the other variables
were missing for less than 2% of respondents. A com-
plete case-analysis would have assumed that parents

with incomplete responses did not differ from those
with complete responses (Stuart et al. 2009). To
minimise bias from making this assumption, we
imputed missing responses using a method designed
for large survey data sources such as the ECLS-B
(Raghunathan et al. 2001).Ten imputed datasets were
generated through multiple imputation by chained
equations using the IVEware package for SAS
(Raghunathan et al. 2001). We included all independ-
ent and dependent variables at 9 months, as well as
maternal smoking, child birthweight, maternal educa-
tion and whether the child had ever been breastfed, in
the imputation model. The results from each imputed
dataset were combined used standard methods
(Berglund 2010).

We conducted a design-based analysis using logistic
regression to model the relative odds of food insecu-
rity when children were 9 months and 2 years, sepa-
rately, based on unwanted childbearing reported at 9
months using the multiply imputed data. To account
for clustering in the sample design, the Taylor Series
linearisation method was used for variance estima-
tion. These models were then adjusted for covariates
that significantly differed by unwanted childbearing
at the 9-month wave. Covariate data were taken from
the 9-month wave of data collection because changes
at 24 months may have been on the causal pathway
between unwanted childbearing and food insecurity.
Nonetheless, most factors were stable through the two
waves and results were not affected by using covariate
data from the 24-month wave in those models. Both
descriptive and regression analyses were conducted
using SAS 9.3 Software (SAS Institute Inc., Cary,
NC, USA).

Results

The observed sample with complete data (prior to
multiple imputation) consisted of 5600 children born
in 2001, who were non-Hispanic White (61.9%), His-
panic (23.5%), non-Hispanic Black (7.3%), Asian
(4.4%) and Native American (2.9%) (See Table 1).
Fifty-two percent were male, and the majority were
singletons (97.1%). At 9 months, over a third of chil-
dren were the only household members under 18
years of age and most were born to mothers and
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Table 1. Distribution of sample sociodemographic characteristics by unwanted childbearing reported 9 months after birth*

Retrospectively reported wantedness of
another child at the time of pregnancy‡

Overall† Both
wanted
n = 4050

Mother did
not want
n = 200

Father did
not want
n = 1250

Neither
wanted
n = 150

P§

% % % % %

Household characteristics
Household income <$25 000 24.8 65.8 4.8 25.9 3.5 <0.01

$25 000–$49 000 31.1 74.0 4.6 19.3 2.1
≥$50 000 44.1 79.5 1.8 17.2 1.5

Home ownership Does not own home 41.3 70.0 5.4 21.8 2.7 <0.01
Owns home 58.7 77.5 2.0 18.8 1.8

Household members
<18 years

1 35.4 79.3 2.3 17.4 1.0 <0.01
2 35.9 76.5 2.2 19.8 1.4
3 or more 28.7 65.7 6.2 23.5 4.6

Parental characteristics
Maternal age <19 1.9 54.5 7.5 36.8 1.2 <0.01

20–24 20.3 69.9 5.3 22.4 2.5
25–29 28.7 79.5 2.5 16.2 1.8
30–34 29.6 75.7 3.4 19.2 1.6
35 or older 19.6 72.8 2.1 21.9 3.2

Maternal employment Employed 53.4 74.0 2.7 20.9 2.4 0.02
Unemployed 5.4 68.5 3.2 25.1 3.1
Not in labour force¶ 41.2 75.7 4.3 18.2 1.8

Paternal age <19 0.5 56.2 0.0 41.5 2.3
20–24 13.4 71.2 5.1 20.9 2.8
25–29 24.2 74.3 3.8 20.0 1.8
30–34 30.9 77.9 2.9 16.8 2.4
35 or older 31.0 73.5 2.6 22.0 1.9

Parents are married No 16.0 61.6 4.5 30.1 3.8 <.01
Yes 84.0 76.9 3.2 18.1 1.9

Paternal employment Employed 92.8 75.3 3.3 19.4 2.1 0.03
Unemployed 3.7 62.2 5.6 30.1 2.1
Not in labour force¶ 3.5 66.5 4.8 24.7 4.0

Highest parental
education

Some high school or less 7.2 61.6 5.1 29.5 3.8 <0.01
High school/Technical 25.2 69.0 4.6 23.6 2.9
Some college 28.0 73.1 4.3 20.2 2.4
College graduate or

beyond
39.6 81.1 1.7 16.0 1.2

Maternal smoking No 83.5 75.3 3.1 19.6 1.9 0.02
Yes 16.5 69.9 4.6 22.2 3.3

Child characteristics
Race White 61.9 78.5 2.4 17.5 1.5 <0.01

Black 7.3 51.6 8.8 31.8 7.8
Hispanic 23.5 73.0 3.6 21.6 1.7
Asian 2.9 62.1 2.1 32.7 3.0
Other 4.4 69.5 7.3 19.7 3.5

Sex Male 51.6 75.0 3.0 19.8 2.2 0.59
Female 48.4 73.8 3.8 20.2 2.1

Singleton No 2.9 70.0 1.7 25.8 2.6 <0.01
Yes 97.1 74.6 3.4 19.9 2.2
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fathers aged 20 years or older; 83.5% of parents were
married. Most fathers were employed (92.8%), while
just over half of mothers were employed. Roughly
40% of children had at least one parent with a college
education.

The majority of children were reported as wanted by
both parents (74.4%). Father-only report of unwanted
childbearing (20.0%) was more common than mother-
only report (3.4%). A total of 2.2% of children were
reported to be unwanted by both parents. Nearly all of
the examined background characteristics of house-
holds, parents and children were statistically signifi-
cantly associated with child wantedness status.
Children reported as unwanted by both mothers and
fathers were more likely to be residing in households
in which the annual income was less than $25 000, the
parents did not own their homes, there were three or
more children under the age of 18, mothers were
unemployed, fathers were not in the labour force,
parents achieved a high school education or less and
the children were black.

The prevalence of household food insecurity was
9.2% at 9 month and 6.5% at 2 years (Table 1).Across
the two waves of follow-up, 8.2% reported food
insecurity at 9 months only, 4.9% reported food

insecurity at 2 years only and 4.3% of households
reported food insecurity at both waves. Figure 1 dis-
plays the observed prevalence of food insecurity by
category of unwanted childbearing weighted for the
sample. The prevalence of food insecurity at the
9-month and 2-year waves was highest among house-
holds in which both parents reported the index child
as unwanted; it was next highest in households in
which mothers alone reported the child to be
unwanted, followed by households in which fathers
alone reported the child as unwanted and lowest
among households in which both parents reported
wanting the child.

Unwanted childbearing and food insecurity

In unadjusted models, mother-only and joint mother-
and father- report of unwanted childbearing was asso-
ciated with food insecurity at the 9-month and 2-year
waves (Table 2). In adjusted models, unwanted child-
bearing by both parents was statistically significantly
associated with household food insecurity at the
9-month [adjusted odds ratio (AOR) = 3.31; 95%
confidence interval (CI): 1.97, 5.57]. We observed a
similar pattern at the 2-year wave, in which only

Table 1. Continued

Retrospectively reported wantedness of
another child at the time of pregnancy‡

Overall† Both
wanted
n = 4050

Mother did
not want
n = 200

Father did
not want
n = 1250

Neither
wanted
n = 150

P§

% % % % %

Outcomes
Household food

insecurity at 9
months

No 90.8 75.3 3.1 19.9 1.7 <0.01
Yes 9.2 65.4 6.7 21.5 6.4

Household food
insecurity at 2 years

No 93.5 75.6 2.9 19.6 1.9 <0.01
Yes 6.5 59.4 7.6 26.4 6.6

*Sample characteristics prior to imputation based on a total of n = 5600 (wantedness categories sum to n = 5650 due
to rounding to the nearest 50). †Weighted column percent is shown. ‡Reported sample sizes for each unwanted
childbearing category are unweighted and rounded to the nearest 50 per Institute of Education Statistics require-
ments; weighted row percent is shown. §P-values for difference in characteristics by unwanted childbearing category
based on the Rao-Scott F-statistic, accounting for the sampling design. ¶Not employed and not actively looking for
employment.
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unwanted childbearing by both parents was associ-
ated with household food insecurity (AOR = 2.52;
95% CI:1.12, 5.68).

Discussion

This study provides preliminary evidence that there is
a relation between unwanted childbearing and house-
hold food insecurity among two-parent families in the

United States. Children born to parents who jointly
reported unwanted childbearing, compared with
those whose parents did not report unwanted child-
bearing, were more likely to be exposed to household
food insecurity in the first 2 years of life, independent
of other confounding factors. Neither maternal-
only nor paternal-only unwanted childbearing were
associated with food insecurity after adjustment
for potential confounders. We also observed that

Fig. 1. Prevalence of food insecurity by
unwanted child bearing at each survey wave.

Table 2. Unadjusted and adjusted logistic regression models† of the association between unwanted childbearing‡ and food insecurity at each survey
wave

Time period at outcome Wantedness of another child‡ Unadjusted associations Adjusted§ associations

OR 95% CI OR 95% CI

Both wanted another child 1.00 1.00
9 months Mother did not want 2.62** 1.48 4.66 1.55 0.79 3.03
(n = 6150) Father did not want 1.25 0.94 1.66 0.96 0.69 1.34

Neither wanted 4.68** 2.91 7.50 3.31** 1.97 5.57

Both wanted another child 1.00 1.00
2 years Mother did not want 3.12** 1.48 6.57 1.89 0.79 4.53
(n = 4650) Father did not want 1.46 0.96 2.22 1.18 0.73 1.90

Neither wanted 4.54** 2.04 10.11 2.52* 1.12 5.68

CI, confidence interval; OR, odds ratio. *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01. †Sample size and analysis based on multiply imputed data; design-based estimation
using logistic regression model. Restricting the analysis to data from observed complete cases yielded similar results. ‡Whether each parent
wanted more children when the mother became pregnant, retrospectively reported when the child was 9 months. §Adjusted for: household
income, home ownership and the number of children under the age of 18 in the household, maternal age, paternal age, marital status of parents,
maternal employment status, paternal employment status and highest level of parental education, whether the index birth was a singleton and
child race (composite of mother’s and father’s race).
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household food insecurity was more common at 9
months after the child was born compared with 2
years later, suggesting that the post-birth period may
be a vulnerable time for food insecurity for families.

The pathway linking unwanted childbearing and
household food insecurity may be through exceeding
parental capacity to support the family. Unwanted
childbearing, by definition, leads to a family size
larger than what was originally desired. Our findings
are consistent with expectations based on life history
theory: households that reported unwanted childbear-
ing may be compromised in their ability to invest in
their children because of resource limitations, as
reflected in household food insecurity. Previous cross-
national research found that nutritional status of chil-
dren worsened with increasing family size and that
this association was more pronounced for children of
parents who reported unwanted childbearing in
approximately 25% of 15 developing countries
studied (Desai 1995). Unwanted pregnancy, the ante-
cedent to unwanted childbearing, may be more ame-
nable to intervention than other household and
structural determinants of household food insecurity,
such as financial management skills, mental health,
minority status, employment status, transportation
and food accessibility and pricing (Heflin et al. 2007;
Gorton et al. 2010; Dean & Sharkey 2011; Gundersen
& Garasky 2012; Hadley & Crooks 2012).

Family health may be influenced by both mothers’
and fathers’ fertility intentions. Mothers’ and fathers’
reports of unwanted childbearing differed in this
study. Fathers were more likely to report unwanted
childbearing than mothers, and overall the prevalence
of jointly reported unwanted childbearing was low
(2.2%). As shown in Fig. 1, the observed prevalence
of food insecurity is higher for all categories of
unwanted childbearing compared with wanted child-
bearing at both survey waves.Although mothers were
less likely to report a child as unwanted, households
in which mothers reported unwanted childbearing
were more likely to experience food insecurity.
Perhaps this is not surprising given that mothers
reported food insecurity for the household, and there
may be a bidirectional association between unwanted
childbearing and food insecurity such that food
insecurity and resource stress experienced after the

birth of a child prompted mothers to report a wanted
pregnancy as unwanted after birth. The discrepant
reports of unwanted childbearing may reflect parents’
divergent views on family size or the family’s ability
to invest in another child. The positive, independent
association between jointly reported unwanted child-
bearing and food insecurity, in contrast to the null
association between mother’s-only or father’s-only
report of unwanted childbearing and food insecurity,
may be due to higher validity of the joint-report in
reflecting the family’s incapacity to invest in another
child.

This study had several strengths. Findings were
based on a panel of large, representative sample of
children in the United States providing robust esti-
mates and wide generalisability.We utilised a measure
of unwanted childbearing based on the desires of both
parents, providing insight into the differential conse-
quences of maternal vs. paternal unwanted childbear-
ing, along with the consequences because of joint
unwanted childbearing. As such, we examined
unwanted childbearing among two-parent house-
holds, a largely unexplored population in the litera-
ture relating health outcomes to pregnancy
intentions. Married-couple households are the least
vulnerable to food insecurity (Coleman-Jensen et al.
2012) and married women are less likely to report any
kind of unintended pregnancy (Finer & Henshaw
2006).The heightened longitudinal odds of household
food insecurity among children residing in two-parent
households speaks to the strain that unwanted child-
bearing may place on families.

The retrospective report of whether the index child
was wanted at birth is a limitation of this study. We
were not able to distinguish temporal order of
unwanted childbearing and food insecurity as a result.
Although we hypothesised that unwanted childbear-
ing increased the risk of household food insecurity, it
may be that food insecurity or other related stressors
lead to reporting a child as unwanted. Previous
studies, however, indicate that parents may sublimate
negative feelings towards an unwanted child by
reporting it as wanted after birth (Gipson et al. 2008).
In an effort to minimise bias because of the retrospec-
tive self-reporting of child wantedness, data were
collected separately for mothers and fathers using
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self-reported questionnaires, reducing social desir-
ability bias and allowing more opportunity to capture
unwanted childbearing from at least one parent. Non-
differential underreport of unwanted childbearing
would likely result in a bias towards the null. Report
of unwanted childbearing was missing for 8% of
mothers; we used multiple imputation to minimise
any resulting bias. There was also substantial attrition
over time. We used survey weights in all regression
models to address the possibility of bias because of
differential attrition. This was an observational study,
and households classified as reporting any type of
unwanted childbearing differed from those that did
not. To mitigate this, we adjusted for several house-
hold and parental characteristics that previously have
been found to be related to both unwanted childbear-
ing and food insecurity, such as household income,
household composition and educational background.
In doing so, however, we may have in fact controlled
for mediating pathways, resulting in overly conserva-
tive estimates of the association of interest. Finally, we
note that we studied household-level food insecurity,
which should not be interpreted as child-specific
hunger or food insufficiency; rather, it describes a
household environment in which adults and/or chil-
dren are food insecure.

Reducing both unintended fertility and food
insecurity have long been public health priorities in
the United States. Our findings posit a potentially
important role for addressing and identifying
unwanted childbearing, a consequence of unin-
tended fertility, alongside other population-level
interventions attempting to improve food security
among households with children nationally
(Black 2012). Given the evidence of impact of
unwanted pregnancy on breastfeeding duration
(Chinebuah & Pérez-Escamilla 2001; Hromi-Fiedler
& Pérez-Escamilla 2006), if our findings are con-
firmed in further research, there could be a com-
pounded adverse effect on children both through
food insecurity and earlier breastfeeding cessation
among children from unwanted pregnancies. Further
research on unwanted pregnancy among two-parent
households is needed to determine whether this
population deserves specific outreach from policy
interventions known to successfully reduce food

insecurity and mitigate its consequences (Black et al.
2012). Similarly, fathers’ fertility intentions may be
an important, but relatively ignored, component of
food insecurity. This study provides early evidence
that aligning the agenda of family planning and food
assistance programmes may provide synergistic
opportunities to improve family health domestically.
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